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British Empire and several South American republics adopted
systems of compulsory old-age insurance during the first
quarter of this century, the United States seemed laggard in
presenting a humane alternative to "sending the old folks
over the hill to the poorhouse" or county farm. Hardly
more than one out of twenty in 1928 drew a pension from
private industry, while masses of state and municipal em-
ployees knew no such security as that furnished to federal
workers. On the eve of the crash eight commonwealths had
acts permitting counties to pay old-age pensions if they chose,
but most of this legislation was too loosely drawn to have
much practical value, with only Wisconsin and Minnesota
offering aid to such counties as assumed these responsibilities.
Moreover, the backlog of life savings among the low-income
group was the least adequate of any in affording a shield
against disaster.
The impact of depression converted a mild chronic prob-
lem into one of importunate misery. Along with other aspects
of relief, this charge first fell upon private charity, then the
municipalities and states and, finally, the federal government*
By 1934 the FERA was providing temporary aid to nearly
three quarters of a million persons over sixty-five, and by
1936 the number dependent upon public relief was at least
a million, with about half the remainder—three and a quar-
ter million—receiving some assistance from children, other
relatives or friends. The back-breaking load and personal bit-
terness which this need sometimes laid upon the younger
generation's shoulders were displayed in Josephine Law-
rence's novel Years Are So Long (1934), a homely Amer-
ican version of Lear and his daughters. Agitation for work-
able state pension systems reached such pressure that by the
middle of 1934 no fewer than twenty-eight states, together
with the territories of Alaska and Hawaii, had passed old-
age acts, of which twenty-three were now mandatory.
For most of the elderly, reemployment offered scant prac-
tical remedy, and their plight grew no better through the

